Body image in adolescence: cross-cultural research--results of the preliminary phase of a quantitative survey.
This preliminary phase of a quantitative research had two main objectives: to identify the emotional and relational components of body image in adolescents, and to determine whether the experience of body changes is dependent upon individuals' context. Two samples of adolescents, both 13 to 17 years of age, who were healthy, middle- or upper middle-class, and randomly chosen, participated in the study. Subjects were 80 French adolescents (40 boys and 40 girls) from a center for preventive medicine, and 60 American adolescents (30 boys and 30 girls), from a suburban high school. Thorough individual interviews were conducted with these adolescents on the basis of a precise interview guide in order to determine their perceptions, attitudes, and beliefs about body image. A thematic analysis of the content of these recorded interviews revealed the differences between adolescents from the two countries. I was found that the main cultural differences were based on the belief that the real body and the ideal body coincide, and on the way physical appearance is included in the diversity of relational experiences. Gender differences were shown to be centered more on the level of control of body changes and on self-assessment modes; the signs of a failing or troubled body image may find their origin on an individual level, in the particularities of the family and parental language about the body, and on a collective level in the social representation of the body. The consequences of these symbolic representations on the adolescents' body image and attitudes toward their own health, are presented and discussed.